‘/--.,

0\\\.3}'4.\1//\
_/3( (\E‘ MIDDLE EAST COUNCIL POLICY NOTE

\Q,) ON GLOBAL AFFAIRS NOVEMBER 2024
Sups

ENGAGING AL-SHABAAB IN
SOMALIA:

MILITARY FAILURES AND THE MERITS OF DIALOGUE
Afyare A. EImi

in Mogadishu on August 21, 2022. (Photo by Hassan Ali ELMI / AFP)

he Federal Government of Somalia (FGS) and its international

partners have been fighting against Al-Shabaab for the last 17

years. Despite Mogadishu sharply escalating its efforts since
2022, it has failed to defeat the group. since 2022, these efforts have
failed to defeat the group. Al-Shabaab, for its part, seeks a total military
victory against Somali authorities, but this too has failed.

As early as 2012, it became evident that a military victory would not
resolve the conflict.! However, both sides’ persistence in a militarized
approach has added years to a ruinous conflict in one of the world's
poorest countries. Considering these complex dynamics, this policy note
arguesthat,instead of continuing to seekan elusive military victory, it is time
for the government of Somalia to explore dialogue with Al-Shabaab.
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Countering Al-Shabaab: Federal
Government Strategy

Since 2007, the Somali government's approach
towards Al-Shabaab has focused on military cam-
paigns supplemented by counterinsurgency tactics.
Under former President Sharif Sheikh Ahmed, the
government pressed on with efforts to defeat Al-
Shabaab; subsequent administrations, including
those led by President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud,
during his first term, and his successor President
Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed, continued the mili-
tary campaign against Al-Shabaab.

In May 2022, President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud
was re-elected. At the time of his election, sev-
eral clans in central Somalia resisted the group's
attempt to control their territories. The president
stepped up the war against Al-Shabaab by sup-
porting these clans. More clans in the Galmudug
and Hir-Shabelle regions joined the government's
combat efforts, prompting President Mohamud
to declare a full-blown war against Al-Shabaab
(militarily, financially, and ideologically).? The first
phase of the campaign would focus on regions
east of the Shabelle River (the Galguduud, Hiran,
Middle Shabelle, and Mudug regions north of Mog-
adishu), while the second would focus on areas to
the river's west and south of the capital (Bakool,
Bay, Gedo, Lower Juba, Lower Shabelle, Middle
Jubba).

Tactical adjustments aside, the government's
core strategy of seeking a military victory, coupled
with rhetoric of openness to negotiation, has re-
mained consistentin recent years. However, under
President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud's current ten-
ure, the government has sent mixed signals. First,
Mohamud’'s government declared a comprehen-
sive war, refusing to negotiate with Al-Shabaab,
which it, alongside its main international partners,
most notably the United States, designates as a
terrorist group. More recently however, the presi-
dent has alluded to the conflict eventually ending

through negotiations and has indicated a willing-
ness to engage in talks when conditions are fa-
vorable. Then in June of 2024 at the Oslo Forum
in Norway, President Mohamud announced that
Somalia was ready to talk to Al-Shabaab, although
without indicating that it had taken any action to-
wards that end.?

The Case for Dialogue:
Why Negotiate Now?

William Zartman's “ripeness theory” posits that
parties to a conflict seek a resolution when each
realizes that the situation has reached a "mutually
hurting stalemate,” meaning that a military victo-
ry is impossible and a continuation of the conflict
serves neither side.* Thus, each party concludes
that the time is “ripe"” for negotiations, considering
it the only possible avenue to end conflict.’

Many scholars and practitioners have concluded
that Somalia's government should explore ways
to negotiate with Al-Shabaab.® Yet despite the
heavy human and material costs, Mogadishu has
not fundamentally changed course. Although the
government has rhetorically claimed it is open to
negotiation, it has yet to show much interest in ac-
tively pursuing talks. The government maintains its
designation of Al-Shabaab as a terrorist group and
demands that the group renounce violence, break
ties with Al-Qaeda, and halt its attacks on civil-
ians. Mogadishu also continues to stress that the
group must be defeated militarily.

Al-Shabaab, for its part, has yet to demonstrate a
serious interest, at least publicly, in negotiations.
The group demands the implementation of Shariah
law and the withdrawal of African peacekeeping
forces as pre-conditions for any talks. Over the
last 17 years, Al-Shabaab has only become more
entrenched and more deadly,” competing with the
state in the security and justice sectors. It has also
collected taxes and extorted money from cities
and along major supply routes.®

Engaging Al-Shabaab in Somalia: Military Failures and the Merits of Dialogue
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In response, since Mohamud's return to power, the So-
mali government and allied clans have fought against
Al-Shabaab, while key international security partners
provide material and air support. While the group suf-
fered heavy losses in the Galmudug and Hir-Shabeelle
regions,® it denied the government a military victory
in these regions, let alone Al-Shabaab strongholds in
southern Somalia. The government’s expectation that
it can defeat Al-Shabaab alone, or even with foreign
military support, therefore remains questionable.
Moreover, the slow pace of the government's territo-
rial gains and the difficulty of holding the territories it
has captured point to a prolonged and costly conflict,
with noimmediate prospect for a military resolution.

Some argue that the departure of foreign forces could
potentially threaten a full Al-Shabaab takeover of
Mogadishu, akin to the case of the Taliban in Afghani-
stan. However, there are several notable differences
between the groups. Unlike the Taliban, a Hanafi group
with national goals, Al-Shabaab is Salafist, interna-
tionalist, and openly Al-Qaeda-affiliated. It also lacks
significant international backing and faces regional op-
position. Al-Shabaab'’s survival is therefore more a tes-
tament to the government'’s weaknesses than its own
strength.

Geographically, Somalia's landscape does not favor in-
surgent warfare, further diminishing the likelihood of a
total Al-Shabaab victory. The group may continue to
defend territories it holds and exert control through in-
timidation and extortion, but an overwhelming defeat
of the Somali government or major tribes is improba-
ble. Somaliland, Puntland, and major clans in Galmudug
and Hirshabelle have expelled Al-Shabaab from their
territories without much support from African Union
forces, demonstrating the group’s limitations.

Taken together, these factors suggest that Zartman's
moment of “ripeness” may have arrived. Ending the
conflict through negotiation would also save many
lives. Over the past 17 years, tens of thousands of So-
malis with no connection to the rivaling parties have
been killed by explosions or in violent confrontations.
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Ending the conflict peacefully will therefore spare more
lives and protect the country's remaining infrastruc-
ture, reasons that should compel the Somali govern-
ment to initiate dialogue.

Al-Shabaab'’s refusal to allow international organi-
zations to operate in areas under its control, and
Western restrictions on agencies working in the
same regions,’ further highlight the importance
of dialogue in addressing the humanitarian crisis
in Somalia. For decades, the country has been rav-
aged by both floods and droughts. In 2011, more
than 250,000 people died as aresult of the latter.!!
Tens of thousands more Somalis perished between
2016-2017 and 2021-2022, partly due to the con-
flict and drought.

Were the conflict to end through dialogue, So-
malis and the international community could col-
laborate to mitigate the humanitarian crisis in the
country. In 2023, The United Nations (UN) report-
ed that nearly eight million people, or half of the
population, required urgent humanitarian assis-
tance.'? Many of these are internally displaced, re-
siding in camps within major cities, while most are
in the countryside, where aid is difficult or impos-
sible to access.

Launching a Dialogue Process

Negotiating a peace deal after 17 years of war would
present complex challenges. However, many of the
conditions for a successful deal are attainable. A ne-
gotiation process could begin with the involvement
of a credible, third-party mediator trusted by both
of the conflicting parties.”* One option is Somalia's
traditional elders,* who have previously mediated
between the government and Al-Shabaab figures.*®
These efforts were primarily carried out by individuals
from the same clan who had chosen to leave Al-Sha-
baab. The challenge of mediating at the organization-
al level or with a trans-clan faction seeking reconcili-
ation with the government would however present a
different level of complexity. Moreover, Somalia lacks



a unified body of clan elders capable of mediating be-
tween the government and Al-Shabaab.

Other options for a mediator include state parties,
notably Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkiye, Norway, and
Finland.'® Qatar and Turkiye have already expressed
interest in such a role at various times. Doha’s role in
talks between the Taliban and the United States prime
it to play a leading role given its experience in medi-
ating a conflict involving armed non-state actors. Ri-
yadh could also serve as a credible mediator, given its
unique regional leadership position.

As a second step, the international community, par-
ticularly Mogadishu's security backers, must publicly
endorse dialogue with Al-Shabaab as a component of
broader peace-building objectives. As critical stake-
holders, the United States, the United Kingdom, and
the European Union must support the dialogue. His-
torically, the counter-terrorism policies of these na-
tions, particularly those of the United States, have
deterred the Somali government from considering
negotiations as a serious option.!” The international
community generally supports peaceful conflict res-
olution among Somali political actors (clans, regions,
and political groups). However, when addressing the
extremist group, there has been a notable preference
for supporting a total military victory by the govern-
ment.

Thirdly, clarity is needed on the key factors impeding
a negotiated settlement. Al-Shabaab insists on the
withdrawal of all foreign forces from Somalia and the
full implementation of Shariah law.*® It is notable that
as early as 2009, Somalia's parliament officially an-
nounced that it would integrate Shariah law into the
constitution.!® Moreover, the constitution, developed
with the assistance of the UN's Political Office, is Sha-
riah-compliant.!

The international community has negotiated with the
Somali government for peacekeeping forces to leave
the country by December 2024.° However, Somalia
may continue to require foreign security assistance,
as the state is not yet prepared to assume full se-

curity responsibilities.?? Recently, the government
discussed maintaining a significant security force,?
potentially through bilateral agreements with other
countries, indicating that Al-Shabaab’s demands may
not be fully met even after the withdrawal of the Afri-
can Transition Mission in Somalia (ATMIS) forces.

Key Challenges in Dialogue

For negotiations between the government and Al-
Shabaab to succeed, five challenges must be ad-
dressed. First, securing the will of the leadership from
both parties is crucial. Engaging Al-Shabaab's leader-
ship poses security risks for the mediators involved.
To address this issue, negotiations could first focus
on mid-ranking leaders.?* In a study of mid-ranking
Al-Shabaab commanders, the majority of members
interviewed expressed interest in talks.?* While tar-
geting mid-level leaders may yield partial success,
engaging the top leadership with incentives such as
amnesty, political positions, or relocation to a third
country could be more effective.

The second challenge is that global, regional, and na-
tional developments over the past five years have in-
fluenced the parties’ calculations of achieving a mili-
tary victory. In order to be brought to the negotiating
table, leaders on both sides need to be convinced that
amilitary victoryis notachievable.In 2023, the UN Se-
curity Council lifted a 31-year-old weapons embargo
on Mogadishu, enhancing the government's access
to weapons.? Additionally, Somalia has signed stra-
tegic partnerships with Eritrea, Ethiopia,?® the United
Arab Emirates, Turkiye, and Egypt, as well as receiving
debt relief. All this has raised its expectations of a mili-
tary victory against Al-Shabaab. Yet despite external
support, the government has achieved minimal suc-
cess inits efforts, since 2022, to expel the group from
the east of the Shabelle Rivers. In other words, these
gains may lead to short-term success, but it will not
lead to a sustainable government victory in the long

run.

Article 2 of Somalia's Constitution, as of 2012, has three sub-articles, and the third sub-article stipulates that “No law can be enacted that is not

compliant with the general principles and objectives of Shari'ah.”
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Conversely, Al-Shabaab may derive encouragement
from the Taliban's rise to power in Afghanistan. How-
ever, a full Al-Shabaab takeover of Somalia is unlikely.
The successful resistance against Al-Shabaab by So-
maliland, Puntland, and various clans in Somalia is in-
structive in this case. The group attempted to attack
Puntland in 2017, but was defeated.?”” Clans in Hiiran,
Galgadud, Mudug, and Middle Shabelle have also de-
feated the group militarily at different times. In other
words, while Al-Shabaab has proven that it can resist
the government's attacks, it cannot decisively defeat
the federal government or regional government.

The international community’s reluctance to encour-
age dialogue with extremist movements represents
a third challenge. Notably, the government'’s security
partners, the United States and Ethiopia, have shown
hesitance in negotiating with Al-Shabaab, unable to
conceive of the group as a political party or legitimate
security actor in the country. A number of Al-Shabaab
leaders have also quit the movement and joined the
Somali government—some taking on major political
and security positions.?® For Mogadishu to engage
with Al-Shabaab, it will need the support of its se-
curity partners. For instance, even though Somalia
threatened to expel them, Ethiopian troops are de-
ployed in multiple locations in Somalia as part of the
ATMIS.?® The position of the United States is also im-
portant as Washington is a critical political and eco-
nomic supporter of Somalia.

Fourth, Al-Shabaab'’s allegiance to Al-Qaeda, its ideo-
logical commitment, and its mass killings of innocent
civilians all challenge the prospect of dialogue. While
some experts argue that negotiation with terror-
ist movements is often necessary to end conflicts,*
Al-Shabaab's affiliation with Al-Qaeda further com-
plicates negotiations since many international and
domestic actors maintain their staunch opposition
towards negotiating with Al-Qaeda. However, in
some contexts, negotiating with belligerents is desir-
able.*! In fact, the wider political conditions and cir-
cumstances have arguably transformed Al-Shabaab's
leadership, gradually replacing its ideological leanings
with increasingly political goals.
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Afinal challenge lies in the renewed tensions between
Mogadishu and Addis Ababa. In October 2023, Ethio-
pian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed declared Ethiopia had
aright to access the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. To
that end, he signed a Memorandum of Understanding,
in January 2024, with President Muse Bihi Abdi of the
breakaway region of Somaliland, under which Ethio-
pia would get access to 20 kilometers of coastline
for its navy, in exchange for diplomatic recognition of
Somaliland and a share in Ethiopian Airlines.>> While
landlocked Ethiopia’s desire to become a coastal state
is not new,** Abiy's recent decisions sent shockwaves
across the region.

Al-Shabaab is likely to take advantage of this situation
by positioning itself as the defender of the nation. It
is notable that when Ethiopia invaded Somalia in late
2006, Al-Shabaab was a somewhat marginal group,
but the invasion increased its popularity among
young Somalis. Abiy's current stance may provide
another opportunity for Al-Shabaab.** While Ethiopia
has sent troops to Somalia to combat the group, its
actions undermine the Somali government's efforts
by creating instability. This works in favor of Al-Sha-
baab, which has already expressed its firm opposition
to the Ethiopia-Somaliland deal.*

Conclusion

Despite 17 years of concerted efforts by the govern-
ment of Somalia and its supporters to defeat Al-Sha-
baab militarily, the extremist group has persisted. On
the other hand, Al-Shabaab has also failed to over-
throw the government. After years of a bloody stale-
mate that has taken many innocent lives, there is an
urgent imperative to undertake a thorough reassess-
ment of prospects for engaging Al-Shabaab through
dialogue and negotiations.

Despite numerous challenges, various avenues ex-
ist for engaging Al-Shabaab. Crucially, the success of
these efforts will require the engagement of a trusted
mediator and support from Somalia's backers and al-
lies. Policymakers should therefore seriously consider
the option of negotiations aimed at ending a conflict
that has already taken many lives and inflicted a humani-
tarian disaster on one of the world's poorest regions.
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